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"How are you?" When we meet each other, thats the question we frequently ask. "How are you?"
We know the expected answer. "Fine, thank you." Its a convention we all have learned since childhood. But "fine, thank you" can cover a massive amount of pain, distress, and other agonies in our lives.
Among the many reasons we come to church, including duty and pleasing our mothers and fathers (whether they are here or not), we also come here to confess to God "the way it is" with our lives. Thats why we have a confession every Sunday. Thats why we need to hear the Words of Assurance. We need to hear, in spite of our sins and shortcomings, that God loves us anyway."
And that leads us to the question for today. Its not "How are you," but "Who are you?" If you started to answer that question, you might give many different responses. You might say, "I am honest. Im shy. Im depressed. Im assertive. Im organized. Im disorganized. Im a student. Im a son, a daughter, a parent." On and on.
If I gave my "who am I" list, it might include a number of descriptive words. Im white, male, educated, husband, father, Christian, minister, Baptist, singer, Democrat. These words might tell you, in part, who I am. But these words dont really say who I am. They dont tell you my identity. 
Who are you? There is a tombstone in New England on which is written "John Brown: born a man, died a grocer." You and I know many people whose identity is tied up in what they do. But there is a danger for any of us to be defined by what we do. Maybe thats one reason when a stranger asks me what I do, I will sometimes get mischievous and answer, "Im a meat cutter at Winn Dixie." 
Thats a fiction, of course, but its my playful way of asking people not to define me only as a minister. What we do is terribly important; but if we define ourselves only by what we do, what happens when we no longer do it? What happens when we retire? What happens when we graduate? One recent graduate said that being a student was the only job he had known for sixteen of his twenty-two years. He wasnt prepared for the loss of identity that graduation imposed on him. "If Im not a student, then who am I?" (from Peter Gomes, Biblical Wisdom for Daily Living, p. 123)
Who are you? Any of us could say, "I am what I do, in part. I am where I come from, in part. I am the product of my past experience, in part. I am what others see in me, in part. But there is more to me than all this. The good news of the Gospel is that I am somebody of worth because I am made in the image of God. And as the famous teen-age line says, "God dont make no junk."
The Psalm writer looked up in the sky one day and was moved to amazement. "When I consider the heavens, the sun and moon and stars, I seem so tiny. Who am I, God, that you care for me? Then comes the answer, "You are made just a little lower than God." You and I may feel small and insignificant, especially on our bad days. But God tells us that who we are is "just a bit lower than God."
We have trouble believing it. From a spiritual point of view, the answer to the question "Who am I?" is "I am loved by God. I am Gods Beloved." As Paul says in Romans 5, Gods love has been poured into our hearts.
Those are wonderful words. But what if we believed them? Our self-esteem would rise, even soar. We know that all of us, at various times, struggle for a decent amount of self-worth. We fumble for the self-respect that is at the heart of our faith. Even in the midst of excessive love from God, too many of us struggle with self-doubt and even self-rejection.
Thats one reason that church is so important. Everybody needs a community of faith to remind us who we are. 
In my first month as pastor of Oakhurst Baptist in Decatur, GA I went to talk with an older African American member, Madie Harris, and she said, "At that church, everybody is somebody." She went on to say that no matter what kind of hard times people go through at home or at work, when you come to church, you know that you are somebody. She was saying that the church tells you that you are a person of worth and dignity. You can hold your head high because at church you know you are loved. Church is the community that reminds you, week after week, who you are. You are loved by God and forgiven of your sin. You are Gods Beloved.
A few years ago, we heard Jesse Jackson going across American talking to teen-agers, and he had them shout over and over, "I am---somebody. I am---a person of worth." Why did he do this? Because we know that despite all our exterior efforts to look good and to make a good impression, inside we are too often filled with pain, low self-esteem, and even self-rejection. We all face hardships. We lose our way. We lose our identity. We forget who we are.
John Killinger tells the story of meeting a man who had a smile on his face a half-mile wide. "What makes you so radiant?" he asked.
"My wife left me," he said. There was a pause and then he said, "I also lost my jobThen I got another job and lost it too." Killinger then began to wonder if the man was a nut. 
"My life was simply terrible," the man said. "Then I learned how to let God love me, and it turned everything around."
He went on to tell how his life had hit rock bottom. He had no money, no family, and no future plans; and then he rediscovered his faith in God. "As long as God was with me," he said, "the other things didnt matter so much. Oh, they matteredBut they werent devastating. I learned to see how much God loves me. I started seeing the good in me and around me, and pretty soon I was feeling on top of everything. I began thanking God for loving me, for giving me life, health, sunshine, and all the people I met. Pretty soonmy whole life began to blossom. Thats why Im smiling today." (adapted form J. Killinger, LETTING GOD BLESS YOU, p. 129)
Sometimes it may take a dramatic event to shake us into realizing how much God loves us. Romans 5: 1-5 says that good things can happen through pain. "Suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us." Why? "Because Gods love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us."
"Gods love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit." This is the gift of Pentecost, the gift of the Holy Spirit. Gods love is ours. But our problem is low awareness. We dont always let the love in. When Jesus came out of the waters of baptism, he heard a Voice saying, "You are my Beloved, in whom I am well pleased, in whom I delight." Those words, Henri Nouwen says, are given to all of us. All of us are the Beloved. That Voice speaks to all of us: "You are my beloved." Its a matter of receiving our belovedness, taking it in. Its a matter of being who we areBeloved---and allowing ourselves to become who we are-- Beloved. (See Henri Nouwen, LIFE OF THE BELOVED.)
As children and adults, we all hear negative voices, sometimes loud and persistentthe put-downs, teasing, criticism, betrayals. We get weary from too many pressures. We can sink down from our failures and losses, and we can start viewing ourselves in negative terms. "I cant do it all. Im a failure. Im no good. I cant measure up." Most of us are too hard on ourselves. When we start beating up on ourselves, we can easily lose contact with our True Self, the one Gods calls "Beloved."
Thomas Merton writes a lot about the battle between the False Self and the True Self. The False Self rises when we get consumed by self-doubt, self-rejection, or self-importance. The False Self is the self ruled by excessive self-concern: me, my, mine. The False Self gets trapped in addictive behavior. We can be so driven by compulsive ways until, as one person put it, "My life was careening out of control."
On the other hand, the True Self is the self that is deeply loved by God, the self that finds life by being united with God. The True Self lives by forgiveness, compassion and a deep awareness of how much God loves us.
Sometimes it takes a dramatic moment, a crisisan illness, a death, a birth-- to show us an opening where we can allow Gods love to get in. Gods love is like a rush of water that is waiting to cross through the boundaries we have erected. God looks for the opening, that moment that may come at times of agony or at times of delight.
When that moment happens, we hear a new Voice breaking in on us: "You are my beloved. You are unique, unprecedented, priceless, precious." This is what we try to say to every newborn child who enters this church community. And we hope that with regular reminders, these words will reverberate through the rest of their lives. We all need to hear these words, especially during the tough times, the sad times, the distressing times. 
Whatever your age, circumstances, or past experience, this is what we say to you, as we say to each child of this church: "Today we want you to know that God loves you. It was for you that God created the worldthe sun, moon, and stars. It was for you that God sent Jesus. It was for you that God sent your family to love you and this congregation to nurture you. Because we want you to know, before you ever understand it, that Gods grace and love are given to you."
 
May God keep reminding us that this is who we are. We are loved by God, who delights in us, who longs to love us more and more.
It we could ever take it in, wed always know who we are. And even in the tough times, we wont stop saying, "Thank you. Thank you. Thank you."
Amen.
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